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Ticking the box and closing the loop: Can dialogue be mandated? 
 
Abstract: Dialogue is a spontaneous, free-flowing, and untrammeled form of two-
way communication between participants who respect, trust, and empathize with each 
other. Its ethical superiority and effectiveness in bringing participants together mean 
it is an important aspect of organizational responses to increasingly-empowered 
stakeholders. But what happens when dialogue is legally mandated between 
participants who view each other as a problem, if not actually the enemy? When 
dialogue is perceived as a contest with the winner securing the prize of dictating 
organizational behavior? Is this – can this ever be – dialogue? Sometimes what 
happens in the name of dialogue is far from dialogic, and ‘dialogue’ is reduced to 
ticking a box on a form, or closing a communication loop. This challenges those very 
characteristics that are the basis of dialogue’s claim to superiority.  This conclusion 
demonstrates the need for a radical reconsideration of both the theory and practice of 
dialogue in public relations. 
 
Introduction 
The concept of dialogue is attracting more attention now in the field of public 
relations than it has ever done. A simple search on Google Scholar for the terms “public 
relations” and dialogue conducted in October 2014 returned more than 90,000 articles on the 
topic in recent years, with 18,000 of these published since 2010 and over 4,500 in the first 
nine months of 2014 alone.  
This academic interest is mirrored in the field of public relations practice, with more 
and more organizations being encouraged to undertake dialogue with their stakeholders 
(International Federation of Accountants, 2007; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development, 2001). The rise and rise of the popularity of dialogue in organizational 
management may be attributed to its reputation as an ethically superior form of 
communication (Caldwell & Karri, 2005; The World Bank, n.d.). This reputation derives 
from the inclusive, respectful, empathetic qualities of dialogue (Huang-Nissen, 1999; Kent & 
Taylor, 2002; The World Bank, n.d.). Such qualities are becoming increasingly important as 
organizations seek to create new communication interfaces in a post-modern environment 
that demands they undertake more and clearer involvement with their stakeholders in 
decision-making (Caldwell & Karri, 2005; Innes & Booher, 2003; Johnson-Cramer, Berman, 
& Post, 2003). 
However, there are suggestions in the literature that there may be issues with ordering 
organizations to carry out dialogue (see, for example, Crase, Dollery, & Wallis, 2005; Gray, 
Haggett, & Bell, 2005; Jonsson, 2005). Little attention has been paid, though, to exploring 
whether or not this is the case and what this means for the theory and practice of dialogue. 
The purpose of this paper is therefore to examine what happens when the conduct of dialogue 
moves from being a desirable addition to organizational communication strategies to a 
mandated requirement. Specifically, it looks at how the characteristics of dialogue that make 
it so desirable to organizations translate to a mandated environment, and the implications of 
this for the theory and practice of dialogue in public relations.    
This paper looks at current perspectives on dialogue in the literature, and uses the 
work of Kent and Taylor (2002) to provide a framework of its defining characteristics. These 
characteristics are used to scaffold a qualitative analysis of the data obtained from 
contemporary public relations practitioners about the relevance of mandated dialogue (MD) 
to their work. The conclusions of this analysis are presented and discussed to demonstrate 
their relevance to both public relations academia and practice. 
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Current perspectives on dialogue in the literature 
The exponential rise in interest in dialogue in public relations stems from the shift in 
emphasis in the discipline from public relations as an enabler of propaganda and publicity 
(Cutlip, 2013; Ewen, 1996; Grunig & Hunt, 1984); to public relations as a facilitator of 
communication-based mutually-beneficial relationships between organizations and their 
stakeholders (Grunig & Hon, 1999; Ledingham, 2006). The emergence of the two-way 
symmetric model of public relations thirty years ago (Grunig & Hunt, 1984) signaled the start 
of a transition away from an instrumentalist perspective on stakeholders. Symmetric public 
relations required organizations to conduct responsive two-way communication with their 
stakeholders, thus introducing dialogue into the public relations mix.  
The subsequent rise of the relational perspective in the late 1990s (Bruning & 
Ledingham, 1999; Ledingham & Bruning, 1998) further reinforced the significance of 
dialogue to the developing and maturing field of public relations. Scholars such as 
Ledingham and Bruning explicitly drew links from the conduct of dialogue between 
organizations and stakeholders to the development of mutually-beneficial relationships. They 
describe how dialogue can be used to help organizations and stakeholders understand each 
other better; and for organizations to use this understanding to gain insights into the impacts 
of their decisions on those people on whom their success or failure depends. 
In the post-Millennial post-symmetrical era, a new paradigm has emerged in public 
relations: that of the co-creation (Botan & Hazelton, 2006).  This perspective is based on the 
idea that organizations and their stakeholders need to work together to identify and develop 
shared interpretations of issues, and to jointly devise appropriate responses for organizations 
to make (Johnson-Cramer et al., 2003). This process requires the conduct of multiple rounds 
of dialogue (Johnson-Cramer et al., 2003). 
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Dialogue is therefore a significant concept in public relations based on its persistent 
centrality to theory and practice throughout the twists and turns of the discipline’s growth 
from publicity to co-creation. Dialogue has itself attracted scholarly attention as a discrete 
phenomenon of interest. Pearson (1989, 1991) was one of the earliest to conduct research into 
dialogue, with his work forming both a theoretical platform and an inspiration for others such 
as Kent and Taylor (2002). Drawing on the work of others in the field of dialogue studies, 
Kent and Taylor (2002) articulated five key principles of dialogue in public relations, which 
provide a useful framework for articulating its characteristics in public relations practice.  
Mutuality requires participants in dialogue to acknowledge their interconnectedness. 
This involves a spirit of collaboration, recognizing that dialogue does not function to 
determine winners, losers, or concession-makers. Rather it is based on a spirit of mutual 
equality that provides the basis for the emergence of shared perspectives. 
Propinquity refers to the position of dialogue in the process of making decisions. 
Translated to the interaction between organizations and stakeholders, dialogue requires 
participants to fully engage in the making of decisions, not simply to comment on them after 
the decision has been made. 
Empathy is the principle of dialogue that is demonstrated in the care and 
supportiveness participants express for each other. Participants perceive each other as 
colleagues and work together to reach decisions that display a communal orientation to each 
other and to their environment. 
The dialogic principle of risk acknowledges that the inherently free nature of dialogue 
means that participants might face unintended consequences or outcomes. It also requires 
participants to accept and value the contributions of others with whom they might not 
traditionally choose to engage. 
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The principle of commitment articulates the vital importance of participants being 
genuine and authentic in their communication and behavior with each other. Dialogue is 
founded on the principle that participants will be truthful with each other, and avoid working 
to hidden agendas. They will therefore be open to the suggestions and ideas of others. 
These principles have much in common with the ideas of theorists working in other 
discipline areas. Huang-Nissen (1999) describes how the participants in dialogue must treat 
each other and the process of communication they undertake with a respect that approaches 
reverence while they seek some basis for unity. In the area of government policy and 
decision-making, dialogue has been described as providing a means of conducting respectful 
and inclusive communication between governments and their electorates (Cronin, 2008; 
Innes & Booher, 2003). In education, dialogue is seen as both being founded on and 
encouraging empathy between teachers and students, with communication undertaken in a 
spirit of mutual respect and co-operation (Lord, 2007; Penlington, 2007). 
The transition of the theories of dialogue to their implementation is one that has 
significant implication for public relations practitioners, whose task it is to carry out dialogue 
on the real world. The relevance of Kent and Taylor’s (2002) theoretical principles to the 
operationalization and enactment of dialogue can be seen by applying them to a process 
framework of dialogue’s antecedent motivations, implementation, and outcomes (Lane, 
2014). 
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Table 1: Links between the process of dialogue and its characteristics (derived from Kent and Taylor, 2002, and Lane, 2014) 
 
 Mutuality Propinquity Empathy  Risk Commitment 
Motivation A desire to get to know 
each other better, based 
on the recognition and 
appreciation of the 
interconnectedness of 
organizations and their 
stakeholders. 
A desire to jointly 
formulate 
organizational 
decisions.  
Linked to mutuality, 
empathy motivates 
participants to join in 
dialogue as a 
demonstration of 
their supportiveness 
and communal 
orientation. 
Acknowledgment and 
acceptance that gaining 
understanding of each 
other might require 
participants to become 
uncomfortable with some 
aspects of the 
communication. 
Accepting and 
welcoming the 
knowledge that 
participation in dialogue 
is not quick, and requires 
long term planning. 
Implementation Choosing methods of 
communication that 
encourage participation.  
No demonstrations of 
power or control. 
Communication 
revolves around the 
need to make 
decisions that are 
mutually-acceptable 
because they are co-
created between 
participants. 
Inclusive: all who 
wish to participate 
are welcomed and 
encouraged. 
Participants treat 
each other with 
respect. 
Communication is 
carried out in a way 
that is appropriate to 
the needs and 
preferences of all. 
Involving those who are 
known or suspected to 
hold dissenting 
viewpoints. 
Sharing thoughts and 
perspectives honestly and 
completely. 
Trusting others to treat 
these disclosures with 
respect. 
Participants must be 
accessible to each other. 
Dialogue must be taken 
seriously by all and 
adequately resourced. 
Provision of resources to 
facilitate long term 
interactions. Making 
oneself available for as 
long as required by other 
participants. 
Outcomes  Better understanding of 
each other. 
Better informed 
participants who can 
make more 
acceptable and 
sustainable decisions. 
Participants 
understand and 
accept each other. 
Participants might come 
to understand they need 
to change their behavior. 
 
Participants develop long 
term connections and 
relationships with each 
other. 
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Table 1 shows how Kent and Taylor’s (2002) principles of dialogue relate to the 
elements of the process of carrying out that dialogue. Each element of the enactment of the 
process of dialogue reflects and demonstrates each of the five principles identified by Kent 
and Taylor (2002).  This table therefore summarizes the characteristics of enacted dialogue. 
The prospect of achieving the enactment of these characteristics in the conduct of one 
form of communication – dialogue – holds great appeal for organizations, stakeholders, and 
public relations practitioners. This is principally because the outcomes of dialogue are 
positioned as being highly desirable to all those involved, including agreement on 
organizational decisions and behavior, and the nurturing of ongoing healthy relationships 
(Kent & Taylor, 2002). As Scherer, Baumann-Pauly, and Schneider (2013, p. 479) put it, 
dialogue between organizations and their stakeholders “creates an opportunity to find 
common ground and collectively agree on sound solutions that are accepted by all 
participants and lead to social acceptance and legitimacy”. The conduct of dialogue requires 
transparency and openness, which are regarded as key attributes of mutually-beneficial 
relationships between organizations and stakeholders (Ledingham, 2006).  
Transparency and openness are also emerging as important characteristics of 
communication around organizational decisions that require approval by powerful external 
stakeholders – specifically governments. This is particularly the case where such decisions 
are likely to be controversial, or to have potentially negative impacts on other less powerful 
stakeholders (Johnson-Cramer et al., 2003).  All around the world governments are becoming 
more and more explicit in their requirements that organizations demonstrate they have 
undertaken dialogue with stakeholders around proposed developments (Eltham, Harrison, & 
Allen, 2008; Jonsson, 2005). Although the word ‘dialogue’ is not always used explicitly in 
this legislation, the spirit and characteristics of the communication required reflect many of 
the principles of dialogue articulated by Kent and Taylor (2002). The legislation requires 
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organizations to undertake two-way communication that acknowledges their 
interconnectedness with stakeholders; to involve those stakeholders in the making of 
organizational decisions; and to take risks by ceding power to those stakeholders.  
As an example, achieving government planning permission to proceed with 
developments is becoming increasingly contingent on the conduct of dialogue between 
organizations and affected or interested stakeholders (Albareda, Lozano, & Ysa, 2007; Gray 
et al., 2005; Pressgrove & Besley, 2014). This is partly to meet growing societal expectations 
that stakeholders should be allowed to have input into organizational decisions (see, for 
example, Falconi, 2010; Scherer et al., 2013; Werther Jr & Chandler, 2010); and partly to 
allow democratic governments to show they are discharging their duty of care to their 
electorate by making such dialogue mandatory (see, for example, Albareda et al., 2007; 
Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2009).  
Questions are raised, however, over the nature of the actual communication 
undertaken in response to this legislation. Jonsson (2005, p. 495), for example, notes that 
although The European Water Framework Directive mandates the conduct of dialogue 
between organizations involved in water management and their stakeholders, the process has 
been hindered because “Several practical questions regarding who should be involved, why, 
when, and how still remain unanswered”. Such questions would not persist as stumbling 
blocks in the enactment of dialogue as described in the literature, since it should be inclusive 
and all-embracing. Similarly, Gray et al. (2005) discuss how fishers were excluded from 
mandatory dialogue with wind energy representatives under the auspices of The Joint Nature 
Conservation Committee. This lack of mutuality and inclusivity led to Gray et al. (2005) 
concluding that this episode of communication could not legitimately be called dialogue, 
which they signaled by using inverted commas around the term in their discussion. 
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These examples suggest that there may be issues with ordering organizations to carry 
out mandated dialogue. Little attention has been paid, however, to exploring if this is the case 
and what this means for the theory and practice of dialogue in public relations. In order to 
address this lack of clear understanding, three research questions must be answered: 
RQ1: What are the characteristics of enacted MD? 
RQ2: How do these compare with the characteristics of enacted dialogue? 
RQ3: What are the implications of this for the theory and practice of dialogue in 
public relations? 
 
Research methodology 
It was decided that the richest and most informed perspective on the conduct of MD 
would come from those most intimately involved with its conduct – public relations 
practitioners. It was assumed that many – perhaps even most – public relations practitioners 
would have had little if any exposure to the academic perspectives on dialogue  discussed 
previously in this paper. However, this was not seen as being problematic to this research as 
the purpose of the data collection was to find examples that the public relations practitioners 
regarded as being occurrences of MD in their work. These examples provided data enabling 
the researcher to identify the characteristics of MD; and to conduct a comparison between 
these and the characteristics of enacted dialogue that were presented in Table 1. The 
practitioners’ likely lack of familiarity with academic understandings of dialogue was not 
seen as impacting negatively on the data to be collected. Indeed, their subjective view of MD 
was actively sought as a means of understanding how the idea was operationalized in 
practice. 
A qualitative approach was adopted in order to get data to answer the research 
questions above.   Qualitative research means "any kind of research that produces findings 
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not arrived at by means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification" (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990, p. 17). The qualitative epistemology emphasises the importance of 
understanding human subjectivities and values in interpreting situations, and suggests that 
these are best revealed through the use of non-empirical instruments and measures. This is 
particularly useful in the study of human interactions such as those undertaken in the conduct 
of MD.  
The decision to undertake qualitative research for this paper was supported by the 
work of researchers such as Hoepfl (1997), Marshall and Rossman (2010), and Silverman 
(2005) – among many others – who concluded that a qualitative approach was most 
appropriate for researchers seeking a “way of uncovering or deconstructing the meanings of a 
phenomenon” (Thorne, 2000, p. 68). The phenomenon of study was MD: the research sought 
to articulate an empirical perspective on this phenomenon by understanding its meaning to 
public relations practitioners; and the significance – if any – of dialogue to that empirical 
perspective.  
A qualitative approach to research enables the researcher to uncover deep and rich 
information about a subject, which is no less valid for its subjectivity and may indeed even 
lend itself to application elsewhere (Scott & Usher, 1999). Thus employing a qualitative 
methodology meant it was possible to explore any insights that a practitioner offered into 
their work for relevance in answering the research questions referred to earlier. Using a 
qualitative approach therefore was the most logical and appropriate way to uncover the deep, 
rich information required to provide meaningful answers to these questions.  
 
Research data 
Seventeen contemporary public relations practitioners from Queensland, Australia 
were selected to participate in the research for this paper using a convenience approach to 
sampling (Russell & Gregory, 2003). This approach is not regarded as posing any threat to 
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the quality of the research or the validity of its findings (Corbin & Strauss, 2008)  although it 
is an important caveat to raise when discussing the generalisability of conclusions. Over the 
course of detailed, semi-structured interviews (Flick, 2009) with these 17 people, 12 
indicated they undertook dialogue in their work that was mandated by legislation. Both 
female and male interviewees were represented in this sample of 12, in an approximate ratio 
of 5:1 respectively, similar to current levels in practice (Smith, 2005). These 12 interviewees 
worked for organizations from across all four public relations practice contexts, that is, 
corporate, government, trade and association, and not for profit sectors (Cutlip, Center, & 
Broom, 2006). There were also practitioners from both in house and consultancy practices. 
There were no set ratios for these different interviewee categories as there is no clear 
indication in the literature of the proportions in practice. The length of experience in industry 
of the 12 practitioners ranged from 2 years to over 10 years, with an average of just over 7 
years. The range of practitioner demographics provided a spread of different experiences and 
motivations. This was an important step in developing “a good qualitative study” (Creswell & 
Clark, 2007, p. 112).  
 
Data gathering 
The 12 interviewees provided multiple examples (totaling 34) of what they regarded 
as dialogue that was mandated by legislation. All of these practitioners worked in 
Queensland, and specifically referred to the influence of The Sustainable Planning Act (SPA) 
of 2009 (State of Queensland, 2014) on their work. This legislation states that local 
governments within Queensland must demonstrate that stakeholders have been involved in 
decisions around plans for significant infrastructure projects and developments.   
A connection between dialogue and the organizational communication required under 
SPA was clearly established by the public relations practitioners interviewed. The twelve 
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public relations practitioners specifically made mention that they had undertaken dialogue 
with stakeholders as part of their employers’ attempts to secure planning permission for 
development projects. Some of these applications were submitted at a local (city or council) 
level, and other more significant projects had to go through the approvals process at state 
level. All were covered by the SPA. 
 
Data analysis 
Each participant provided multiple examples of this MD. These examples were 
analyzed by the researcher, using NVivo software to help identify and map themes (Bazeley 
& Jackson, 2013). The data were mapped against the characteristics of enacted dialogue 
developed by overlaying Kent and Taylor’s (2002) principles of dialogue onto a process 
framework of motivations, implementation, and outcomes (Lane, 2014) (see Table 1). This 
enabled the articulation of the characteristics of enacted MD, which were then compared and 
contrasted with those of dialogue.  
The conclusion of this analysis was that the ‘dialogue’ undertaken by these 
practitioners demonstrated characteristics that differed significantly from the principles 
proposed by Kent and Taylor (2002). The practitioner perspectives on this MD suggest that 
what occurs is not dialogue – and arguably never could be dialogue – because of the lack of 
mutuality, empathy, risk, propinquity, and commitment displayed by those taking part. Data 
to support and illustrate these conclusions are presented in the sections that follow, using the 
framework of motivations, implementation, and outcomes presented in Table 1. The public 
relations practitioners interviewed did not claim any prior knowledge of or exposure to 
academic and theoretical discussions of dialogue. What they presented in these data were 
their stories of what they thought was MD in their work – and what emerged from these 
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stories was the existence of gaps between their practice and the precepts of dialogue as 
identified in the literature. 
 
Discussion 
Data were now available to begin answering the first of the three research questions: 
RQ1: What are the characteristics of enacted MD? The answers to this question were 
developed around the framework of motivations, implementation, and outcomes used 
previously to present the characteristics of dialogue in Table 1. 
 
Motivations of participants to enter into MD  
Analysis of the 34 examples of MD provided by the 12 interviewees showed that they 
occurred between three sets of participants: organizations, organizational stakeholders (both 
internal and external), and public relations practitioners. The public relations practitioners 
interviewed clearly and consistently distinguished between themselves and their 
organizational employer or client. This meant they were able to provide their perceptions of 
the motivations of all three sets of participants in MD.  
Public relations practitioners  
Analysis of the data provided by the interviewees in this research showed they 
believed they were motivated to participate in dialogue in their work (mandated or otherwise) 
by their perception that doing so would allow them to fulfil three expectations they held. 
Firstly, they believed that participating in dialogue would allow them to demonstrate that they 
were performing well as employees by following organizational instructions to carry out this 
type of task. Secondly, the interviewees said they were motivated to enter into dialogue 
because they believed that it allowed them to fulfil their expectations of themselves as 
communication professionals. Their perception was that they had a valuable and unique 
contribution to make to the conduct of this form of communication. Their education, 
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professional training, and prior experience led them to the conclusion that undertaking 
dialogue should form a significant part of their work, because of its claimed links to ethically-
superior and effective outcomes for organizations. Finally, the interviewees indicated that 
they had an expectation – also derived from their education and professional training – that 
entering into dialogue would allow them to facilitate the creation of the mutually-beneficial 
relationships between organizations and stakeholders that was their core rationale as public 
relations practitioners. In addition, they noted that they felt entering into dialogue gave them 
a unique opportunity to achieve significant benefits for their employers while still 
maintaining and/or enhancing the relationship between the organization and its stakeholders. 
Organizations  
The interviewees also shared a clear perception that organizations and stakeholders 
were primarily motivated to participate in dialogue by self-interest. Organizations were 
perceived to believe that entering into two-way communication with stakeholders via their 
public relations practitioners would result in the removal of obstacles to the achievement of 
organizational objectives. Specifically, organizations were seen to believe that participating 
in dialogue would satisfy powerful external stakeholders – politicians in particular – who had 
the power of veto over organizational behavior. They also felt that two-way communication 
would help them avoid or resolve issues, resulting in benefits to the organization.  
Stakeholders  
Stakeholders were seen to believe that participation in dialogue with organizations – 
via public relations practitioners – would allow them to influence organizational decision-
making in a way that would benefit the stakeholders. Stakeholders also believed that 
participating in dialogue could give them access to organizational information that they could 
use to benefit themselves.  
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Overall therefore, the public relations practitioners interviewed believed that both 
they and the organizations for which they worked were motivated to enter into dialogue 
because it would benefit those organizations. However, they also believed that stakeholders 
expected they would be able to benefit from their participation too, and that it was the job of 
public relations practitioners to assist them in this. While these perceived expectations were 
not necessarily mutually exclusive, their co-existence hinted at the possibility that conflicting 
agendas might be motivating the participation of organizations and stakeholders in MD, with 
public relations practitioners caught in the middle, trying to satisfy their own expectations of 
achieving mutual benefit for all participants. 
Analysis of the data therefore identified the following as the characteristics of the 
motivation of participants to engage in MD (see Table 2):  
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Table 2: Characteristics of the motivation of participants in MD 
(Source: Developed from original research data) 
 
Participants 
Characteristics of their motivation to 
enter into MD  
Public relations practitioners  
 
A desire to fulfil their professional and 
personal expectations by benefiting 
organizations, and benefiting 
organizational stakeholders if possible 
 
Sometimes involuntary, resulting from 
the power of other participants over the 
public relations practitioner  
 
Organizations  
 
An expectation that participating will 
benefit them 
 
Sometimes involuntary, resulting from 
the power of some external stakeholders 
over the organization  
 
Stakeholders  
 
An expectation that participating will 
benefit them 
 
Always voluntary 
 
 
 
These conclusions had significant implications for determining the significance of the 
theoretical concept of dialogue to the practice of MD in public relations. Findings indicated 
that the motivations of self-interest that were apparently paramount to the decisions of 
organizations and stakeholders to participate in MD with each other were incompatible with 
the motivations of mutuality and empathy pertinent to dialogue. In addition, the power play 
between participants that affected their motivation to enter into MD with each other was also 
seen to be irreconcilable with the equitable and spontaneous nature of dialogue described in 
the literature. 
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These discrepancies between the characteristics of dialogue and MD in public 
relations in relation to participant motivation were noted; further analysis was then carried 
out to find out what the interviewee data revealed about practitioner perceptions of the 
implementation and outcomes of MD, and how these compared to those relating to dialogue. 
 
Implementation of MD 
As in the analysis of participants’ motivations to enter into MD, critical differences 
were apparent between the characteristics of normative dialogue, and the emerging qualities 
of MD as conducted in public relations practice. These differences are summarized in Table 3 
below: 
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Table 3: Characteristics of the implementation of MD 
(Source: Developed from original research data) 
 
 
 
As demonstrated in Table 3 above, analysis of interviewee data indicated the 
existence of clear parameters in the implementation of MD in public relations. These limits 
were observed in relation to the communication processes undertaken, the topics for 
discussion, the inclusion and exclusion of participants, and the extent of self-disclosure by 
those involved. The attempts by participants – most often, but not always, the organizations 
involved – to direct and control the implementation of MD was a characteristic that 
MD is characterized by 
parameters around 
 
 
Its form 
 
 
One responder – ticking the box 
Seen by public relations practitioners and stakeholders as 
inferior and inauthentic 
 
Two responders – closing the loop 
Cookie cutters or tailored replies 
Preferred by public relations practitioners and stakeholders 
When communication starts 
and ends  
Organizations seek to control when communication occurs 
The topics covered 
Organizations seek to limit the topics for discussion 
Negotiables and non-negotiables 
 
Stakeholders seek to discuss the topics of their choice 
Who should be involved 
Organizations seek to control who the participants are to 
avoid those who might cause them problems 
 
Public relations practitioners prefer not to involve 
participants who might be confrontational 
 
Stakeholders seek to involve anyone who can help them 
achieve their objectives 
The extent of self-disclosure 
required 
Organizations seek not to reveal information that others 
might use to prevent them from reaching their objectives 
 
Public relations practitioners hide their personal and 
professional preferences behind organizational personas 
 
Stakeholders do not tell the truth if it disadvantages them 
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contradicted many of the principles of normative dialogue, including communal orientation, 
and its characteristic spirit of mutuality (Kent & Taylor, 2002).  
Where there is no other direction in the legislation about the nature of the dialogue 
between organizations and stakeholders, MD is implemented in one of two ways: with one 
responder (most often stakeholders); and with two (both organizations and stakeholders are 
responders). The recognition of these forms allowed the identification of further 
characteristics of the implementation element of MD. Specifically it was shown that the 
implementation of MD in public relations is a contested site with organizations, stakeholders, 
and public relations practitioners sometimes wanting to undertake the communication in 
different ways. This led to public relations practitioners experiencing tensions in the conduct 
of MD in their work. 
Interviewees also felt that organizations often expected to be able to control when MD 
started and when it ended, choosing times that best suited their own agendas. However, 
public relations practitioners also noted that stakeholders sometimes sought to control this 
aspect of the implementation of MD. This led to conflicts when one party was not willing or 
able to participate in MD initiated by another; or when they wished to end the communication 
before the other participant felt it was appropriate to do so. This resulted in further tensions 
for the public relations practitioners as they tried to balance the expectations of participants in 
respect of this element of MD. 
Another characteristic of the implementation element of MD was the perceived desire 
of organizations to dictate or control the topics for discussion, limiting them to areas that 
were unlikely to result in unanticipated or unwelcome outcomes. Interviewees described how 
organizations sought to draw parameters around what they felt should be regarded as non-
negotiable aspects of their plans, and to exclude these topics from their communication with 
stakeholders. Interviewees noted the discomfort and tensions they experienced in meeting 
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these organizational expectations in situations where stakeholders had insisted on setting the 
agenda or challenging the organization’s presumed power to control it. Organizational 
attempts to impose restrictions on the topics for discussion contradicted the normative 
dialogue principle of propinquity (Kent & Taylor, 2002), once again calling into doubt the 
relevance of normative dialogue to the practice of MD.  
Interviewees described experiencing several tension points arising from their attempts 
to meet organizational and stakeholder expectations of the implementation of MD. They 
noted how both organizations and stakeholders expected to be able to decide when it started, 
when it stopped, how it occurred, and what topics it covered. Clearly, these expectations 
sometimes conflicted, and the public relations practitioners involved felt they could only 
address – but not necessarily resolve – those conflicts by considering the relative power of 
those involved over each other, and over the public relations practitioner. Finally, 
interviewees commented on their experiences of tension between their personal feelings and 
their expectations of their behavior as professional public relations communicators. 
 
Outcomes of MD 
The outcomes of MD were consistently and unequivocally perceived by the 
interviewees in this research to revolve around the achievement of organizational benefits. 
Two types of such outcomes were identified in the data: no change to organizational 
decisions, and changes to the tactical implementation of organizational decisions within 
parameters the organization had deemed as non-negotiable.  These conclusions are 
summarized in Table 4 below: 
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Table 4: Characteristics of the outcomes of MD 
(Source: Derived from original material) 
 
There was no indication in the data that undertaking MD led to the co-creation of any 
decisions between organizations and their stakeholders. 
The achievement of better mutual understanding between organizations and 
stakeholders was mentioned as an intermediate level outcome by some interviewees, but all 
of them linked this to the achievement of pre-determined organizational goals. In other 
words, organizations sought to better understand their stakeholders through MD only in order 
to determine what concessions they needed to make to secure their preferred objectives. This 
demonstrates the existence of a clear instrumentalist perspective on the conduct, form, and 
function of MD. 
 
Synthesis of findings 
Synthesizing the analyses of the characteristics of the individual elements of MD 
resulted in the articulation of the characteristics of enacted MD as a whole:
Outcomes of MD Characteristics 
No change to 
organizational decisions  
Organization uses two-
way communication to 
provide information.  
Stakeholder 
acceptance of 
organizational 
decisions.  
Organization 
benefits from 
achieving its 
desired goals and 
objectives. 
Changes to the 
implementation of 
organizational decisions 
Organization allows 
stakeholder input into 
decisions about how its 
predetermined goals 
and objectives are 
achieved. 
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Table 5: The characteristics of enacted MD (based on Kent and Taylor, 2002, and Lane, 2014) 
 
 
Public relations practitioners Organizations Stakeholders 
Summary 
characteristic 
Motivation A desire to fulfil their professional and 
personal expectations by benefiting 
organizations, and benefiting 
organizational stakeholders if possible 
 
Sometimes involuntary, resulting from 
the power of other participants over the 
public relations practitioner  
 
An expectation that participating will 
benefit them 
 
Sometimes involuntary, resulting from 
the power of some external 
stakeholders over the organization 
An expectation that 
participating will benefit 
them 
 
Always voluntary 
 
Self-interest 
Implementation Public relations practitioners prefer not 
to involve participants who might be 
confrontational 
 
Public relations practitioners hide their 
personal and professional preferences 
behind organizational personas 
 
Organizations seek to control when 
communication occurs  
 
Organizations seek to limit the topics 
for discussion: negotiables and non-
negotiables  
 
Organizations seek to control who the 
participants are to avoid those who 
might cause them problems 
 
Organizations seek not to reveal 
information that others might use to 
prevent them from reaching their 
objectives 
 
Stakeholders seek to 
discuss the topics of their 
choice  
 
Stakeholders seek to 
involve anyone who can 
help them achieve their 
objectives  
 
Stakeholders do not tell 
the truth if it 
disadvantages them 
Control-
seeking 
Outcomes  
 
Organization achieves its desired goals 
and objectives.  
Stakeholders accept 
organizational decisions. 
Organizational 
benefit  
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The conclusion of this analysis and synthesis is therefore that the enactment of MD 
reveals its participants are motivated by self-interest. They all seek to control the 
implementation of the two-way communication involved, which invariably culminates in 
benefits to the organization involved (although there may be some incidental benefits to 
stakeholders in the form of tactical-level concessions). 
  
Typology of MD 
A synthesis of the characteristics of MD indicates the existence of three different 
types of this form of communication: ticking the box, closing the loop, and consultation: 
Table 6: A typology of MD 
(Source: Derived from original data) 
 
Motivation Implementation Outcome Type 
Self-interest 
 
Following 
legal 
requirements 
(for 
organizations) 
Two-way 
communication 
with one 
responder 
No change to 
organizational 
behavior  
Ticking the box 
Two-way 
communication 
with two 
responders 
Closing the loop 
 
Change to how 
the 
organizational 
decision is 
implemented 
Consultation 
 
Ticking the box 
This form of MD occurs when there is no explicit requirement in the legislation for 
organizations to undertake anything other than two-way communication: this is interpreted in 
practice as meaning the sending out of information and the gathering of resultant stakeholder 
feedback. In the opinion of interviewees in this research, this is a clear demonstration that the 
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organizations involved are only motivated by a need to meet legislative requirements in a 
very literal way.  
Several interviewees described their feelings of powerlessness and exasperation in 
undertaking the ‘tick the box’ type of MD. One said: 
…it was information displays but we were seeking feedback you know. So people 
could fill out feedback forms, people could ring us and give us feedback. If I was to 
be honest I don’t ever actually want to put my name to that... (Interviewee T) 
 
The practitioners believed that when stakeholders were invited to provide feedback, 
those stakeholders expected to get some sort of response, possibly even having an impact on 
organizational decisions. However, the organizational expectation was that the interaction 
could be satisfactorily concluded and the legislated requirements met once two-way 
communication had occurred. Undertaking this communication allowed them to tick the box 
on the application form provided by powerful stakeholders en route to achieving 
predetermined organizational decisions. 
As another interviewee summed up their feelings on the conduct of the ‘ticking the 
box’ form of dialogue thus, when they described their role as: 
…to be that middleman between our client and the developer and the community. 
There’s a lot of principles and protocols and integrity and things like that that come to 
be a public participation practitioner in that we still need to fulfil our own 
requirements as practitioners to not - even though our client is paying us - to still fulfil 
that role to benefit both parties. So to benefit the community and the client. That is 
often a very difficult situation, getting buy in from the client. So saying you need to 
commit to actually listening to what these people are saying and implementing some 
of the things or reporting back to them. So often with a client who is maybe doing 
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community engagement just to tick a box, they’re the hardest ones to get over the line 
with that one. (Interviewee D) 
 
The interviewees acknowledged that from their point of view this was an 
unsatisfactory form of communication. They felt that providing often highly contentious 
information to stakeholders without providing any genuine outlet for the resulting concerns 
and questions was unethical and potentially damaging to the reputation of the organization 
involved. However, the information sharing was regarded as satisfying the requirements of 
the SPA legislation, thereby ‘ticking the box’ that required the conduct of communication 
with stakeholders. 
Closing the loop 
The interviewees’ preference was to undertake a form of MD they called ‘closing the 
loop’. This required the making of responses to stakeholder feedback on organizational 
communication. Practitioners described how they often used generic ‘cookie cutter’ 
communications that were drafted out even before the stakeholders had been contacted. At 
other times, they provided more individual tailored explanations of why the stakeholder 
feedback would/could not be accommodated within the organization’s decision. The purpose 
of the response was to provide closure to the communication loop that had been opened with 
stakeholders. It thus indicated that the organization had determined there would be no further 
communication on the topic. 
An interviewee described how they undertook this form of MD with local community 
members around an infrastructure development project. 
…we host very localized community drop-in days we call them...We have posters up 
about the projects; we’ve got lots of information brochures; we’ve got people there 
who know about the project in detail. We’ve got lots of maps and at times computer 
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programs that show what the [project] will look like in its environment. So yeah we 
try to I guess give people that opportunity to talk to us about the project in a 
constructive way. (Interviewee H) 
 
The public relations practitioner communicated with stakeholders on behalf of the 
organization, and the stakeholders responded to that communication. The public relations 
practitioner and other organizational representatives then responded in turn to concerns raised 
by the stakeholders, thus closing the communication loop. No changes were made to any of 
the decisions the organization had already made about its goals and how they would be 
achieved. The purpose of the responses by the public relations practitioner and the 
organization was to allay stakeholders’ fears and concerns, leading them to accept the 
organization’s decisions.  
Consultation  
In other examples of MD, public relations practitioners used two-way communication 
to help organizations determine what concessions they had to make (within parameters the 
organizations felt were appropriate) to get stakeholders to accept or acquiesce to their plans. 
This would then result in organizations achieving their desired outcomes of abiding by the 
requirements of legislation while at the same time making minimal concessions en route to 
achieving their pre-determined objectives. This form of MD was referred to by the 
interviewees as consultation. This was the type of MD increasingly stipulated by 
governments in their planning legislation. Under the terms of the SPA (State of Queensland, 
2014), for example, certain types of planning permission will only be granted if the 
organization concerned can not only demonstrate they have undertaken two-way 
communication with their stakeholders, but also that they have accommodated stakeholder 
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concerns. This differs from the type of MD undertaken in closing the loop, which 
organizations can use simply to acknowledge their understanding of these concerns.   
 
Comparison to the characteristics of enacted dialogue 
Identifying the characteristics of enacted MD allowed the second research question to 
be addressed: How do the characteristics of enacted MD compare with the characteristics of 
enacted dialogue? 
Throughout the preceding analysis and discussion sections, the characteristics of MD 
in all its forms have been shown to differ markedly from those of dialogue. In summary, 
when dialogue is enacted its participants are motivated by mutuality and empathy; its 
implementation is structured around the willingness of participants to trust each other and 
take risks; and its outcomes always involve enhanced mutual understanding and equitable 
mutual benefit.  
Participants in MD on the other hand are motivated by self-interest and the prospect 
of self-benefit. The implementation of MD is characterized by contests over who is involved, 
how, when, and for how long. The conduct of MD results in organizational benefit, with 
some minor tactical concessions made to stakeholders in order to placate or appease them.  
Dialogue must be entered into lovingly and with respect for both the other participants 
and the process of two-way communication involved. Participants in MD enter into in either 
because they have to, or because they think it will allow them to find points of weakness in 
the positions of others that they can exploit to their own ends. Dialogue has been mooted as a 
means by which organizations and their stakeholders can co-create both definitions of issues 
and their solutions. MD is a tool that enables the perpetuation of the 
instrumentalist/functionalist perspective on the relationship between organizations and 
stakeholders.  
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The reasons for this disjuncture are many and varied, but from the evidence in the 
research for this paper there is no indication they can be addressed by simply ordering 
organizations to undertake dialogue with their stakeholders. The risk here – and this is shown 
to occur in MD – is that the enforced dialogue has a tendency to become tokenistic and 
inauthentic, a meaningless adherence to ritual without genuine benefits for participants. 
 
Significance of MD 
RQ3: What are the implications of this for the theory and practice of dialogue in 
public relations? 
The articulation of the form and function of MD within the practice of public relations 
has significance to both the theory and practice of dialogue in the discipline. The data 
analysis in the research for this paper demonstrated two important conclusions: firstly, that 
MD in practice differs significantly from the concept of dialogue as articulated in the 
literature; and secondly, that the reasons for these differences suggest that in fact dialogue 
cannot be mandated by legislation.  
Addressing these issues requires shifts in theory and/or practice.  Practically, if the 
powerful external stakeholders who legislate it (mainly governments) see the principles and 
characteristics of dialogue as such desirable outcomes, then they need to be more supportive 
of its implementation. At the very least they need to provide more resources to facilitate its 
conduct, such as training for all those involved.  
However, the articulation of MD suggests that in fact it is unreasonable and 
impractical for organizations to be responsible for the conduct of dialogue, given their non-
negotiable primary imperative of organizational success. Specifically it is illogical to task 
organizational employees (that is, public relations practitioners) with facilitating dialogue.  
The public relations practitioners involved in this research repeatedly acknowledged the 
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difficulties they faced in reconciling their desire to be dialogic with their fiduciary and 
resulting ethical duties to their employers. Arguably, the involvement of any entity employed 
or financed by organizations to carry out dialogue might lead to accusations that the process 
is inherently flawed in this way. This situation might be resolved by the use of neutral 
dialogic mediators – paid for by governments – to facilitate the process. 
While this might make the implementation of MD more resemble the characteristics 
of dialogue, it would not necessarily resolve the antipathy between participants that seemed 
such a feature of the public relations practitioners’ experiences. To achieve this would require 
the mediator to get participants to make changes in their attitudes and behaviors towards each 
other and the two-way communication in which they are involved. Ironically, this very 
manipulation and strategic orchestration of participants is antithetical to the enactment of the 
principles of dialogue that is sought. This apparent enigma leads to the conclusion that 
seeking to impose the practice of dialogue on those who are not dialogically-inclined towards 
each other simply perpetuates the current unsatisfactory state of affairs. 
Instead it might be more appropriate to consider a shift in the theorizing of dialogue. 
Much of the emphasis in the literature – especially in the public relations literature – is on 
dialogue as a normative, aspirational concept. However, there is a minority perspective that 
suggests dialogue can happen in ways that are other than normative. Major dialogic 
philosopher Buber (1958, 1965, 2002a, 2002b, 2004, 2007) for example articulated 
distinctions between dialogue between the I and Thou, and between the I and It. I-Thou 
dialogue demonstrates the normative qualities and characteristics most often described in the 
literature. I-It is a form of dialogue where one participant objectifies the other and seeks to 
dominate or use them for their own ends.  
Similarly Bohm (2006; Bohm, Factor, & Garrett, 1991) also acknowledges the 
existence of a form of dialogue other than the normative. He too describes the normative 
 30 
 
form as displaying the characteristics summarized in the work of Kent and Taylor (2002), and 
notes that sometimes dialogic interactions occur that fail to demonstrate these principles. 
Bohm proposes distinguishing between the two forms of dialogue by calling the putatively 
superior normative form Dialogue (note the capitalization); and applying the label of dialogue 
to other, more argumentative and arguably less civilized types of two-way communication. 
Buber and Bohm’s acknowledgement of the existence of a form of non-normative 
dialogue sets a precedent for adopting this perspective on MD. It might not scale the 
normative heights of Dialogue, but the way in which it forges some connection between 
parties who might not otherwise choose to do so could justify it being labelled dialogue.  
Rather than regarding dialogue generally (and MD specifically) as the deficit form of 
Dialogue, this research suggests that it should be regarded not as sub-optimal (as claimed by 
Cook, 2002; and Crase et al., 2005 among others) but rather as the best form of dialogue that 
can be achieved in the given circumstances. Presented with participants who do not 
necessarily respect or like each other, who are all seeking to achieve their own desired 
outcomes, and who do not trust the others to have their best interests at heart, it is not 
possible for Dialogue to occur. Instead, a more pragmatic form of situationally-determined 
two-way communication is required: dialogue.  
Thus the theorizing of dialogue in public relations might be revised to accommodate 
its meaning not only in its normative, idealized form with its clearly articulated and 
classically-substantiated characteristics; but also as a pragmatic, situational response to 
contemporary expectations and contexts.  
Like any research, there are limitations in the work carried out to reach these 
conclusions. Particularly there are risks in attempting to base generalizations on data drawn 
from a small number of sources in one part of the world. However, the relevance of MD to 
the work of these practitioners was clear, and its application consistent across their 
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contributions. Therefore it can be argued that this phenomenon has validity: further research 
will be required though to determine the extent and limits of its relevance more widely. 
The purpose of this paper was to consider what happens when dialogue takes place 
between organizations and stakeholders because it has to. Most often this occurs when 
organizations are required to undertake dialogue with communities in order to apply for 
planning permission for developments. The conclusion of the research was that the two-way 
communication that results from this legislation is not normative dialogue, and arguably can 
never be, given the attitudes of participants towards each other and the process required.  
The practitioners interviewed for the research were adamant that they did undertake 
dialogue however. This phenomenon was labelled mandated dialogue or MD in this paper. 
MD is a form of dialogue that emerges in response to situational pressures. This paper 
suggests that if governments want normative dialogue to happen, they will have to provide 
more resources to those involved. Arguably though, the resultant form of communication will 
still never be normative dialogue as enforcing the changes required means the process is 
being managed, constrained, and orchestrated – all of which are antithetical to the conduct of 
normative dialogue. In addition, this paper concludes that making organizational employees 
responsible for undertaking neutral, objective dialogue with stakeholders is unreasonable and 
impractical. 
The final proposal in this paper is a shift in the theorizing of dialogue in public 
relations, adopting Bohm’s concept of Dialogue to refer to and distinguish the normative 
form; and accepting that dialogue now encapsulates less idealized but more practical 
responses to the sometimes competing and contradictory pressures of contemporary society.  
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